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By Christopher Harris 
ESPN Insider 

Need any more proof that the NFL reinvents itself every season? Slightly more than a month ago, I wrote 
a piece on the five most unstoppable plays of 2013 . Now I'm revisiting the topic six weeks into the '14 
campaign, and I've only got one repeat (and as you'll see, it's not a direct one). 

This is an unscientific pursuit, of course; there's really no exact metric that fully describes 
"unstoppability." I like to think of it as plays that show up on tape again and again. Maybe they don't 
work every single time, but they always stress out the defense, and failure never dissuades trying again. 
Plus, in most cases, the success rate is awesome. 

So here's my list, in ascending order, of the five most unstoppable plays of 2014 so far. Feel free to hit 
me up on Twitter (SjCHarrisESPN if you feel like I missed a great one. 

5. Jordy Nelson and the Cover-2 window. 

The days of Nelson seeing a lot of singled-up looks are over. The league is convinced: His speed and 
body control are legit, and he can win at all three levels. In an effort to contain Aaron Rodgers and 
Nelson, defenses often use varieties of safety-help schemes over the top, most frequently a Cover-2 
arrangement where the cornerback plays up and the safety plays way back. This is a "safe" approach, at 
least in theory, for a couple of reasons. First, it gives the corner a security blanket in case he loses 
Nelson. And second, it gives Rodgers a tight window down the field and to the outside, because if he 
fires into the middle of the field, a safety is there to defend the pass. 

But Rodgers and Nelson have perfected that tight-window throw. When they see press coverage on 
Nelson, they are interested in beating it deep. Now, sometimes Rodgers doesn't get the offensive line 
protection necessary to allow Nelson to get down the field. But when he does, it looks like this: 

Dee Milliner is matched tight against Nelson and Calvin Pryor is the right-side safety. Nelson runs by 
Milliner on the outside, and the corner hesitates, knowing that he's still responsible for anything thrown 
short on his side and knowing that it's Pryor's responsibility to close in on Nelson. But Rodgers throws a 
laser that fits into that proverbial Corner-2 window for a key 3 3 -yard gain. I watched every catch Nelson 

has made this Season, and I counted seven thrown more than 10 yards in the air into just such a window. Good luck stopping that 
connection. 

4. Arian Foster outside zone. 

Anyone worried that the Houston Texans would forget about Gary Kubiak's (and Kyle Shanahan's) 
favorite plays under their new leadership can rest easy. Bill O'Brien has smartly retained some of what 
worked, emphasizing the quality play of tackles Duane Brown and Derek Newton by allowing them to 
move around. The Texans' run game isn't as dominant as it was from 2010 to 2012, but it's solid. 



The concept here is get Foster moving laterally so he can observe his blockers and react with his 
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lightning-quick first cut. So far this season, to my eyes Houston has best accomplished this by putting 
Ryan Fitzpatrick in the shotgun and Foster split beside him. Fitzpatrick can and does play-action out of 
this look occasionally to keep defenses honest, plus Foster will sometimes stutter-step for a full second to 
impersonate a pass blocker before crossing in front of his QB and taking the handoff 

On this play from last Thursday's loss to the Colts, the Texans incorporate a pulling tackle into their 
outside zone. Brown shows off his athleticism getting behind his four fellow linemen in enough time to 
lead Foster around the right side for a gain of seven. Also of note is the fact that Newton is supposed to 
kick out and push linebacker Erik Walden to the outside, but Walden anticipates the block and spins to 
the inside. Foster is so quick-thinking that he's able to adjust on the fly and continue outside, adding a 
nasty juke to bypass corner Darius Butler while he's at it. 

3. Antonio Brown deep and outside the numbers. 

Pressing Brown at the line is a dangerous game on which most NFL defenses have given up. He's so 
quick that it's very difficult to get your hands on him; usually the best you can do is redirect Brown by 
staying in front of him as he begins his route. There are precious few 5-foot- 10, 186-pound WRs who get 
so much work done outside, simply because most such players get swallowed up by bigger corners. But 
Brown gets open against everyone, regardless of size. 

Whether he's looking at a zone defense or man coverage with safety help (he almost never gets straight 
man), Brown finds space deep and outside: He's caught eight of 12 targets Ben Roethlisberger has thrown 
him that have traveled at least 20 yards in the air and have been directed outside the numbers. Against the 
Tampa Bay Buccaneers in Week 4, Brown and Roethlisberger treated the Cover-2 like their personal 
plaything by finding the window between the deep safety and the zoned-up short corner (and in fact, had 
Brown not dropped such a wide-open fourth-quarter pass, the Pittsburgh Steelers probably would've won 
that game). And against the Carolina Panthers . Roethlisberger took note of a defensive shift and knew he 
could win with Brown running against man coverage out of the slot. 

Big Ben was able to get Carolina's safeties to tip their hand here: Charles Godfrey shifts down to a 
linebacker role while Thomas DeCoud slides over to play the deep middle, giving a Cover-3 appearance. 
Roethlisberger knows that whatever safety help the Panthers have on Brown, who is man-to-man with 
Bene Benwikere in the slot, will now be delayed if he snaps it quickly. He does. The Panthers send 
linebacker pressure up the middle and Godfrey fills, but DeCoud has no chance to get over to Brown's 
side in time. Benwikere can't stay one-on-one with the speedy Brown, and Big Ben hits him for a 30-yard 
gain. 

2. DeMarco Murray behind a left tackle kick-out. 

I've written at length about how good the Dallas Cowboys offensive line is. Murray is a strong back 
who's stayed healthy despite an extreme workload, but the reason he's risen to his incredible '14 level 
involves an O-line that's dominating. When each member of a line is playing this well, an offense doesn't 
feel the need to repeat the same gimmicks over and over, and in large measure the Cowboys don't: They 
play a basic power game in which each lineman uses technical and physical superiority to create 
traditional creases. 

There's definitely some pulling — I loved a play from the Week 6 win over the Seattle Seahawks when 
guards Ronald Leary and Zack Martin each pulled left to lead Murray around the left edge — but there's 
not as much as you might imagine. 

One thing that does tend to recur from week to week, though, is left tackle Tyron Smith matching man- 
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on-man with a defensive end and turning him outside, while the blockers next to him shove defenders 
right. 



On this play, left guard Ronald Leary is able to stand up (and some might argue borderline-hold) Michael 
Brockers . while Smith utterly manhandles Robert Ouinn in the other direction. The result is a hole you 
could almost literally drive a truck through. 

This isn't necessarily one "play" as much as it is a concept the Cowboys employ especially against 
aggressive pass-rushers like Quinn. But even against a 3-4 defense like the Tennessee Titans . Smith had 
success with this tactic both against an outside linebacker like Shaun Phillips and a bigger end like Jurrell 
Casey . 

1. Julius Thomas split out wide. 

Back in September, I ranked Peyton Manning 's audible -based attack as the most unstoppable "play" of 
'13, but of course, that was a cheat: It isn't really so much a play as a system. So this time around, I 
wanted to focus closer on one specific Manning variation. Well, I pay attention when the league's hottest 
tight end can be heard on national TV screaming, "It's so [expletive] easy!" 

Thomas is the first TE in NFL history to score nine TDs in his first five contests, and seven of those 
scores have come from inside an opponent's 20. So more generally, it's probably fair just to say "Julius 
Thomas in the red zone" has been the league's most unstoppable force. 

But I'll get more specific. When the Denver Broncos split Orange Julius wide as the only receiver on his 
side, he almost always gets a singled-up look, usually on a defensive back. And it's just not fair. Thomas 
is 6-5 and 250 pounds, and runs a 4.68 40 with smooth cuts and acceleration. How do you defend him? 
Give him room, and Thomas will crush you with a fade route, as he did to Jerrell Freeman of the 
Indianapolis Colts in Week 1 , Eric Berry and Ron Parker of the Kansas City Chiefs in Week 3 and Tony 
Jefferson of the Arizona Cardinals in Week 5. Get up tight on him, and Thomas will take one step 
forward, plant that first foot, and run a slant, as he did against Jefferson of the Cardinals, Calvin Pryor of 
the New York Jets in Week 6, and this one, way back in Week 1 . 

LaRon Landry is up tight on Thomas, thinking he can use his strength to jam him at the line. But the 
press-coverage approach doesn't work, as Manning makes a finger-pistol audible motion at Thomas, and 
at the snap, Thomas takes a jab step toward the outside, grabs Landry as the safety tries to get his hands 
on him, flings him away with a swim move, and cuts to the post. It results in one of the easiest of 
Manning's many TD passes. Right now, regardless of personnel or schematic approach, there isn't an 
answer for the Manning-to-Thomas combination in the red zone. 
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